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Abstract 
In the introductory part the current approaches to defining cerebral palsy (CP) are described. Pupils with severe CP are 
characterized as having a complex disability in the area of physical, mental and communication functions. The authors then 
address the issue of psychosocial needs of these pupils and the opportunities for their self-realization provided by the educational 
system. The authors map some of the current views of self-realization of pupils with severe CP and present a theoretical model 
developed according to their empirical research study. This model is described in the context of important categories it 
inculcates. The authors also present several suggestions and conclusions stemming from the results of their research and propose 
how their model can be applied in the field of special education.
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1. Introduction 
Saturation of physical, mental and social needs of pupils with severe cerebral palsy (CP) is an important 
precondition for their effective education and also one of the educational outputs. However we lack theoretical 
models of self-realization of these pupils. In this paper we will discuss some educational issues of pupils with CP, 
present current views on the self-realization processes and discuss one of the theoretical models developed under our 
own empirical research study. 
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1.1. Definition of cerebral palsy 
Traditional definitions consider CP as non-progressive impairment of the CNS that occurs at an early age and 
manifests in movement or postural abnormalities. This concept of CP is presented e.g. by Miller (2005), Cameron 
and Monroe (2007) and other current publications in the area of rehabilitation medicine. In medical literature CP is 
classified according to the degree, localization of brain lesion, muscle tone or localization of movement disorder.  
A  different  approach  to  defining  CP  is  found  in  the  area  of  rehabilitation  where  CP  tends  to  be  defined  as  a  
complex functional disability. With respect to frequent coincidence with a number of other disorders, CP cannot be 
simply considered as motor function disability. For example Ashwal defines CP as “a group of non-progressive non-
communicable neurologic conditions causing physical and cognitive disabilities during the development of an 
individual and disrupting functional performance, participation, mobility, muscle strength, postural functions, 
muscle tonus, feelings, visual functions, perception, communication and behavior” (Ashwal, in Phipps, Roberts, 
2012, pp. 422). A similar definition is offered e.g. by Himmelmann, Beckung, Hagberg & Uvebrant (2006). 
This second concept of CP is also suitable for the area of special education. The degree of functional disability in 
pupils with CP has an effect on the school curriculum, school environment, evaluation and other important 
educational aspects (Bigge, Best, Heller, 2010). It also influences the saturation of physical, mental and social needs 
of pupils. This paper deals with pupils with CP whose functional status is seriously impaired as a result of severe 
physical, mental and communication disability. These are pupils with severe to deep mental retardation who 
communicate with others primarily by expressing likes and dislikes. Regarding this deficient communication, the 
cognitive processes of these pupils and the evaluation of various personality aspects are hardly accessible (Valenta & 
Müller, 2009). As a result of impaired physical functions (often due to quadriparesis or central hypotonia) serious 
disorders of self-care and locomotion occur. Regarding the coincident disability of mental, communication, physical 
and frequent sensory functions, usual compensatory mechanisms are to a large extent limited in delivering most 
educational activities. 
1.2. Educational issues 
The functional status of a pupil described above presents a difficult background for the educational process. 
Serious limitations allow pupils to develop only a low level of own competence and have an adverse effect on the 
saturation of physical, mental and social needs of a pupil. To educate these pupils, teachers use a number of 
intervention strategies, e.g. specific alimentation techniques, chronic pain management procedures, alternative 
communication techniques, structured regimens, strategies for the development of positive class climate, techniques 
allowing pupil contact initiation and many others. These strategies facilitate pupil´s well-being and satisfaction 
during the educational process. Using these strategies, some of the deficiencies resulting from low functional ability 
can be partially mitigated. The question that remains however is whether teachers are able to think about the highest 
psychological needs of pupils with severe CP and their saturation. This question will be answered through an 
analysis of selected conclusions of foreign studies as well as own empirical research dealing with the results of the 
educational process of pupils with CP in the area of social competences.  
1.3 Self-realization of pupils with cerebral palsy 
Abraham Maslow (2011) uses Goldstein’s term self-actualization (also ‘B-needs’ or meta-needs) and relates them 
with the realization of our potential. According to the author, the meta-needs include truth, goodness, wholeness, 
uniqueness of space, etc. More often, other authors use the term self-realization which is broader in its meaning. 
Zastrow & Ashman (2010) state that self-realization also includes self-acceptance, acceptance of others and the 
surrounding environment, search for truth, justice, order, unity and beauty, problem solving ability, self-
determinations, richness of emotional reactions, satisfactory and diverse relationships with other people, creativity 
and the development of perception of moral values. Current Czech psychology prefers using the term self-realization 
(sometimes freely switching to the term self-actualization). In this paper we will observe local terminological 
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conventions and use the term self-realization in its meaning as the development and full exploitation of one’s 
abilities and talents (Hartl & Hartlová, 2010). 
Some scientific sources relate the issue of self-realization of pupils with severe CP with the possibility of their 
self-determination (Schalock, 2002). Self-determination is possible if a pupil is able to make choices. In a 
considerable proportion of pupils with severe CP this ability is underdeveloped as they communicate primarily by 
expressing likes and dislikes (Regec & Stejskalová, 2012). 
Zastrow & Ashman (2010) claim that self-realization includes the phenomenon of self-acceptance and acceptance 
of the surroundings. In an educational context, the surrounding environment is represented by teachers and 
classmates. Acceptance of a pupil by teachers and classmates provides the pupil with models for self-acceptance. 
However, the development of a quality relationship between the pupil and the surroundings is not taken for granted. 
Teachers can be discouraged by negative body appearance and noticeable behaviors such as hypersalivation, various 
manifestations of risk behavior, self-harm, specific sexual behavior, etc.  
2. Findings of our research 
Another way to consider self-realization of pupils with severe CP requires understanding of their positive 
qualities and personality aspects. This topic will be presented on the basis of our own research conclusions. Within a 
dissertation titled Results of the educational process in the area of social competences in pupils with CP we 
performed an empirical research study from January 2012 to May 2013. This research was carried out by the 
Institute of Special Education Studies, Palacky University, Olomouc and the results are further used in the following 
IGA project: Research of the quality of life in individuals with special needs. 
The aim of the dissertation was to investigate the processes of special education interventions and their effects on 
pupils with severe CP. 45 semi-structured interviews with teachers, analysis of education-related documents (30 
individual educational plans and 30 verbal assessments of pupils), 4 full-day observations of the educational process 
and questionnaire survey were used for the collection of data. Data analysis was performed by means of a 
combination of quality and quantity-based approaches. The basic theory was developed by data coding (using open, 
axial and selective coding). Relevant aspects at the levels of the inputs, the process itself and the outputs of the 
educational process were described: 
x Educational determinants regarding inputs: pupil’s personality, pupil’s educational needs, teacher’s 
personality and others involved in the educational process. 
x Educational process itself: teacher’s duties (forming the structure of the educational process, promoting 
a good atmosphere in the class, initiating a relationship with the pupil, facilitating various educational 
situations, record-keeping, evaluating the pupil and cooperating within an interdisciplinary team ), 
educational tools and other categories. 
x Outputs of education: outputs at level of the pupil, the teacher, the family and others. Qualitative 
analysis of verbs used in the verbal assessments served as a basis for the formation of methodology for 
the evaluation of the educational process outputs. 
Through axial and selective coding 12 processes of intervention that characterize the education of pupils with 
severe cerebral palsy were identified – interpersonal processes, processes of adaptation, stimulation, diagnostics and 
evaluation, self-care, saturation of cognitive needs, saturation of aesthetic needs, saturation of health-care needs, 
managing difficult situations, personal development, intervention at family level and the process of pupil’s 
interaction with the society. Some parts of the theory (the issue of educational needs and the process of learning 
about the inner reality of the pupil) were verified by means of a questionnaire survey. 
One of the secondary outcomes of the dissertation was the discovery of correlations between interpersonal 
processes and pupil’s self-realization. These correlations were further analyzed and developed within the above 
mentioned IGA project. The results of the analysis are shown in the visual diagram (fig. 1). The model describes the 
educational process in terms of input determinants, the process itself and the outputs.  
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Fig. 1. Model of self-realization based on interpersonal processes 
Fig. 2. Important teacher’s qualities that enable them to understand the pupils
This model is the result of a qualitative analysis of the connections between some of the categories gained during 
the research. The input determinants consist of various individuals involved in the educational process. In this model 
particular attention was given to the teacher’s and the pupil’s personality. The responses of the teachers show that to 
a certain degree, in spite of serious functional disorders, pupils with severe CP are able to manifest deep emotional 
life and virtues. The teachers mentioned the following positive aspects of pupil’s personality (the numbers in 
brackets show the number of responses): gratitude (7), strength (2), sensitivity (9), spontaneity (5), sincerity and 
authenticity (8), openness (2), curiosity (2), sense of accomplishment (1), enthusiasm in group activities (4), 
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assertiveness and friendship (1). Four teachers described the pupils as having strong personalities (“pupils are 
themselves”). The teachers also appreciated the pupils’ joyousness (5), their sense of humor (4), emotional harmony 
(2), their contentment with little (3), their ever-good intentions (5) and their desire to learn and gain independence 
(3).
Similarly, there are certain qualities and personality traits pertinent to teachers. Because of the pupils’ severe 
communication disabilities it is difficult for teachers to learn about their inner reality—to understand the pupils’ 
cognitive and emotional processes, their aspirations and similar. Fig. 2 shows some of the most important teacher’s 
qualities that enable them to understand the pupils and facilitate initiation of interpersonal processes. The list was 
acquired through qualitative analysis of data collected during interviews, observations and from pedagogic records 
later enriched by questionnaire survey from 101 teachers. Fig. 2 offers an arithmetic mean for each teacher’s quality 
counted from the responses on Likert scale (7 being the maximum for each question). 
During the course of the educational process a number of diverse interactions between the teacher and the pupil 
take place. The outcome of these interactions is a transformation of mutual perception and appreciation in the 
relationship between the teacher and the pupil. This relationship helps teachers discern the pupil’s positive qualities 
as mentioned above. During axial coding we observed that prolonged realization of the interpersonal process may 
facilitate pupil’s self-realization in two ways: The first is based on appreciation of positive qualities in pupils which 
leads to fostering a sense of self-confidence. In all observations of the educational process there were situations 
when teachers verbally praised positive qualities of the pupils such as strength in dealing with pain, patience while 
waiting, etc. Praise fosters a sense of self-worth and self-confidence in the pupil.  
The other way in which self-realization is facilitated in the pupil is based on interaction with the teacher which 
contains the element of experiencing self-confidence, too. Experiencing a purposeful and satisfying interaction 
enriches not only the pupil but also the teacher. During the interviews we observed what benefits the teachers while 
teaching pupils with severe CP. Among those which the teachers found most valuable were: positive reactions of the 
pupils (20), opportunities for personal growth (18), any progress of the pupil (9), creativity and playfulness (9), 
interest in the pupil’s personality (4) and other. These statements testify to the positive attitude of the teachers 
towards pupils and their deep personal interest in them.  
Similar conclusions were drawn from the 4 full-day observations of the educational process at different schools. 
Reactions of the teacher and the pupil during various situations of interaction were observed and later reflected on 
together.  The  data  was  then  put  into  a  written  form and analyzed the  same way as  the  interview data  (using  open 
coding). The findings show that a number of facilitating factors is connected with a specific activity, attitude or 
ability of the teacher—flexibility, interest in the pupil, playfulness, spontaneity, ability to listen, authenticity, loving 
and respectful approach, etc. These factors are closely related to the interpersonal process and help develop character 
and moral qualities described in the text above by using Maslow’s term meta-value. Certain limitations of 
methodology were encountered during the analysis, namely that the long-term influence of the interaction on the 
mental structures of the pupils’ personalities cannot be adequately ascertained for their severe functional deficits. 
Nevertheless, it can be stated that from the immediate reactions of the pupils as well as from personal reflections of 
the teachers it is clear that good quality interaction and long-term relationship stimulates positive aspects of the 
pupil’s personality and helps develop a sense of self-confidence. 
In both cases pupil’s self-realization is preceded by forming a sense of self-confidence in certain area. Our 
research shows that this area, in pupils with severe CP, may be represented by character and moral qualities. A 
prerequisite is the development of a quality relationship between the teacher and the pupil and a true interest in the 
pupil. The teacher, through individual talent and interaction abilities, compensates for the functional deficits of the 
pupil and creates an environment conducive to the realization of a purposeful interaction. The educational process 
thus offers an opportunity not only for education but also for saturation of higher mental needs of the pupils. 
3. Results and conclusion 
In the text above a connection between interpersonal processes and opportunities for self-realization of pupils 
with severe CP has been clearly established. We are aware, however, that the proposed model is to a great extent a 
hypothetical construct since the ability to penetrate into the structure of these pupils’ personalities is limited. At the 
same time this model is based on analysis of a vast data pool, substantial personal experience of the authors in 
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working with these pupils and has moreover been subjected to a discussion with other practicing teachers. Based on 
the conclusions in the previous section these are our suggestions:  
Interpersonal process provides the pupils with severe cerebral palsy with the opportunity to attain self-realization. 
In this process individual talent and interaction abilities of the teachers compensate for the functional deficits of the 
pupil and create an environment conducive to the realization of a purposeful interaction. This process leads to 
teachers learning about character and moral qualities of the pupils. Through confirmation and acceptance of pupils’ 
personalities and through the experience of a purposeful interaction the teachers are able to foster a sense of self-
confidence and provide opportunities for personal growth of the pupils. 
In considering the application of these conclusions in educational practice we have to start at the level of 
interpersonal processes. Supporting teachers in learning about their motivation for this profession, encouraging them 
to be accepting of the pupils, to initiate contact and build relationship with them, providing space for an ongoing 
consultation and reflection of the teachers on dealing with problems in various interaction situations and many other 
interventions must precede any thoughts about the development of B-needs. We are convinced that the phenomena 
of interaction and relationship in the education of pupils with severe CP have not been thoroughly investigated and 
provide space for further research. 
In this research we have also dealt with other topics relating to the quality of life and education of pupils with 
severe CP such as the issue of educational needs of pupils, the special education intervention processes, the 
requirements for teacher’s personality, etc. More detailed conclusions of the research will be presented in the 
publications of our department (Institute of Special Education Studies, Palacky University, Olomouc). 
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